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Historic Notes and Documents:
Philadelphia Foundations of the Wm. G.
Porter Company of Apalachicola
by Judith Y. Robertson
uring the 183Os, the Florida Panhandle was an American
frontier and recently discovered documents show that
Philadelphians played a significant role in opening the territory. Found in the attic of a family home is correspondence that
evolved over almost half a century, including thirty productive
years of the William G. Porter Company, established and operated
in Apalachicola by the Porter, Ruan, and Benezet families of
Pennsylvania and Florida. The correspondence, touching not only
on business and economics but on personal matters like family,
courtship, education, travel, nature, politics, and even weather,
relates much as to how commerce bound Philadelphia to Florida's
Panhandle.
In 1798, Mary Gibbs married Rev. Thomas Porter, and they settled on a farm called Richland in Pennsbury Manor, Bucks County,
Pennsylvania. In 1807, Thomas purchased and became principal
of a classical boarding school in nearby Newton until he lost his
health in a paralytic attack in 1814. Four years later, he removed
to Cecil County, Maryland, where he died in 1821.
In that year, William G. Porter, the oldest of their three children,
was living in Oswego County, New York, in the town of Mexico as a
Judith Y. Robertson is retired from the Department of Anthropology at Emory
University. She is a direct descendent of Richard Gibbs Porter. She thanks Tamara
G. Miller of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania and Melvin Konner, professor of
anthropology at Emory University, for their assistance.
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farmer and land agent. Twenty-two years of age when his father died,
William assumed responsibility for his mother and siblings. He went
to New York City in 1828 and was engaged there as a supercargo on
board of a vessel bound to St. Marks, Florida. The following year, he
established a mercantile business at Key West and was appointed
Deputy Collector of the Port and Agent for the New York and
Philadelphia Marine Insurance Companies.' His attention was drawn
to Florida, however, after the U. S. Congress designated Columbus,
Georgia, and Apalachicola, Florida, as trading centers. Porter recognized that using the Apalachicola River as a highway, linking the rich
cotton fields of Georgia, Alabama, and the industrial city of
Columbus, would be of great importance to Apalachicola. He determined to establish himself there in spite of the dif5culties encountered in the new territory, such as when the transportation network
faltered during dry summer months and commerce halted until
December, when the river became navigable again, at least until ~ a ~ . *
While formulating a plan to finance the new venture, Porter
spent some time in Charleston, South Carolina, in company with
the Lawton brothers, who were business associates in the Keys. By
July 1831, Porter and the brothers had formed a partnership operating the mercantile, and the Lawtons sewing as suppliers.3
1.

2.

3.

William G. Porter, Memoir of Richard W s , fig. (Philadelphia, 1866), 32-34.
William Gibbs Porter (1799-1877), the son of Rev. Thomas Porter and Mary
Gibbs, was born at Richland, Penn., and died in Philadelphia. He was married in 1843 to his second cousin, Catharine Fknezet (18141919),the daughter of John Stephen Benezet and Sarah Rodman of Philadelphia. He was
educated at his father's classical school at Newton.
Lynn Willoughby, Fair to Middlin': The Antebellum Cotton Trade of the
Apalachicola Chattahoochee River Valley (Tuscaloosa, Ala., 1993), 14; Maxine T.
Turner and James W. Woodruff Jr., Na y Gray: A S t q of the Confedma& Na y
on the Chattahoochee and Apalachicola Rivers (Tuscaloosa, Ala., 1988) 6.
Charles and Joseph Lawton were business partners in the firm ofJ & C Lawton
Co. located on Indian Key near Key West. Property records show that on
November 20, 1833, Joseph and wife, Eliza, mortgaged all righe, titles and
interest on Indian Key to Joseph and Charles Lawton to be repaid January 1,
1836 for $769.89; see Jeny Wilkinson, "General History of Indian Key",
htep://www.keyshistory.org/IK-Early-property-list.html.
"I only saw the day
before yesterday a notice of the death of our old friend Mr Joseph Lawton the
Charleston papers say he was taken ill on Monday and died the following
Thursday. I suppose his complaint was of an appoplectic nature as he has previously had one or two attacks of this disease. It is probable you may get a letter from Mr Naylor on the subject"; Wiiam G. Porter to Richard G. Porter,
25 April 1855, in possession of the author, Atlanta, Ga. It is not known when
Charles Lawton sold out his interest in the business, as his name was not mentioned in the later correspondence.
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HISTORIC
NOTESAND DOCUMENTS
289
Whereas William G. Porter did address to Messrs J & C Lawton
a letter dated the 27th day of July 1831 wherein certain propositions were made of the manner upon which ajoint business should
be entered into and conducted at Apalachicola Bay, And Whereas
Charles Lawton of the firm of J & C Lawton aforesaid did for himself agree thereunto, Now Know Ye the terms and conditions specified in the letter aforesaid are as follows viz

First That a supply of goods to the amount of ten or twelve
thousand dollars shall be obtained, that for the purchase
thereof each of the parties shall pay the sum of two thousand dollars in cash, that the balance be obtained on such
terms or credit that from the sale thereof the engagements can be met.
Secondly
That William G Porter shall repair to
Apalachicola Bay and there conduct the business that J
and C Lawton shall purchase from time to time such
goods as may be wanted, and that for these services neither party shall make any charge on all consignments to J.
& C Lawton on acct of the establishment, the usual commission shall accrue to them solely but upon all consignments obtained for J. & C Lawton, by making advances
upon the property, or for buying the same for cash, the
commission shall be equally divided between the parties.
Thirdly That all the expenses of the establishment shall be
borne by the concern and that the nett proceeds shall be
equally divided; that is to say one half to Charles Lawton
and the other half to Wm G Porter. It is mutually understood that the private expenses of Wrn G Porter for boarding and lodging do not form any part of the expenses of
the establishment.
In witness whereof the said Charles Lawton for himself
only hath hereunto set his hand this twenty sixth day of
October in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and thirty one
Charles Lawton4

4.

Charles Lawton to William G. Porter, 27 July 1831, in possession of the author.
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William Porter's first cousin, John G. Ruan, arranged for wharf
space and storage for the mercantile goods.5 He made business
arrangements, undertook the collection of accounts, and frequently stayed behind to mind the store and properties while the
others retreated northward for the s ~ m m e r In
. ~ 1831, the partners
of the firm were aged thirty-three, thirty-two, and twenty-two, with
John G. Ruan being the eldest while Richard G. Porter, who joined
the firm later, as the youngest.
When exploring the possibility of locating at Apalachicola Bay,
Ruan wrote in August 1831 to William Porter from Ochuse,
~eor~ia:~
There is no direct communication with the Bay at this season, the Steam Boats are all laid up to repair for the fall
business-I shall take the first opportunity to ascertain if a
store can be had at the Bay-should none offer before, as
soon as the Col returns, I will take a canoe and hire some
Indians to paddle me down the river. I think it doubtful
getting a Store, houses are scarce and rents very highshould we not be able to rent you can take up a lot and
erect a frame on it that would serve the purposes for little
more than a years rent. The great objection to building is
the land being in dispute should the claim be determined
5.

6.

7.

John Gibbs Ruan (17981868) was born in Frankford, Penn., the son of Dr.
John Ruan and Elizabeth Gibbs, and was educated near there. In early life,
he went with his father to first Cecil County, Md., where they occupied in
farming, and then to Taberg, Oneida County, N.Y., before migrating in 1831
to Apalachicola, Fla. He married Amanda Clark by whom he had six children. He died in 1868 in the 71st year of his age and was interred at
Apalachicola; Porter, M m z r of Richard Gibbs, 2425.
A previous business arrangement came to haunt Ruan. On August 4, 1836,
he was named along with former business partner Benjamin Hyde as "insolvent debtors," formerly trading together under the firm of Hyde & Ruan at
Taberg, Oneida County, N.Y. His situation ended amicably evidenced by a
continued friendship. With partial payment received and a promise to pay
the balance due within twelve months,Joseph E. Bloomfield relinquished and
released Ruan of debt of any kind; Joseph E. Bloomfield to John G. Ruan,4
August 1849, in possession of the author.
It may be of interest to note here that the Porter, Ruan and Benezet families of Philadelphia who eventually became involved with the Wm. G. Porter
Company were likewise direct descendants of Richard Gibbs Jr. and Margely
Harrison of England, who shared Porter's generational perspective.
Ochuse-Ochese, an Indian settlement located on Ochese Creek of the
Ocmulgee River near Macon, Georgia, named after the Ochese Creek
Indians.
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Descendants of Rlchard Glbbs Jr. (1723-1795) and Margery Harrlson

1

C
Gibbs, Mary (1762-1831)

C

Gibbs, Sarah (1764-1807)
m: Rodman, Gilbert (1748-1830)

m: Porter, Thomas Rev. (1766-1821)

4

C

Porter, William G. (1799-1877)

Rodman, Margery (1790-1872)
m: Fox, John Hon. (1787-1849)

Gibbs, Elizabeth (1767-1803)

4 ml: Ruan, John Dr. (1772-1868)

4

Ruan, John G. (1798-1868)
m: Clark, Amanda (1817-1899)

Porter, Mary (1801-1874)
Rodman, Sarah (1793-1838)
m: Benezet, John S. (1788-1 869)

Porter, Richard G. (1809-1867)
m: Salter, Mary T. (1824-1902)

+m2: Mcllvaine

Rodman, Gilbert (1800-1862)
Porter, T. Francis (1846-1911)
m: Hobart, Emma

Rodman, William (1757-1824)
m: West, Esther (1761-1840)

4
4

Porter. R. Henry (1849-1918)
m: Raney, Virginla (1852-1942)

m3: Rodman, Susan (1787-1849)
Porter, Edward G. (1852-1913)
m: Wakefield, Josephine C.
Porter, Elizabeth P. (1855-1930)
m: Ruge, George ti. (1856-1921)

Benezet, Sarah R. (1818-1874)

C

Benezet, Catharine (1819-1919)

Porter, William G Jr. (1846-1906)
m: Hobart, Susan M. (1847-1915)
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in favour of Forbes you must lose the improvements-but
if on the contrary in favour of the government it would
entitle you to privileges that would be of consequence, as
in all similar cases they have adopted a liberal policy
towards the first settlers. . . . In laying in a stock for this
Country it will of course have to be very different from
those you have been in the habit of purchasing for the
Key-the business at the Bay is by wholesale entirely. . . .
Flour, bacon, whisky, iron, steel, Negro clothing, course
shoes for same, some fine cloth coats would all do well,
also low priced jewelry-in fact every thing the Country
merchants may want, the principal part of them depend
on the Bay for their supplies-be sure to bring a good bmm
for weighing Cotton, also bagging for Cotton. I would
advise that you do not bring out Sugars unless it be some
loaf-this Country generally supplies itself with sugars.8
The opportunities for profit were always on Ruan's mind. Seeing
Columbus, Georgia, the following month, he wrote: "This is a fine
growing place and must become a place of trade, it is at the head of
navigation on the Chattohochee river which with the Flint river
forms the Apalachicola on all of the streams there is a great deal of
good land the produce of which must go to the Bay to find a market. The Cotton Crops are veq promising throughout the Country.
The Mssrs Woods have promised me the refusal of a house at the
Bay. I requested Mr Rien of that place to select a good situation for
business. I should have gone down myself but for the difficulty of
returning at this season to be three or four nights on the river in a
canoe at the sickly season is neither prudent or de~irable."~
Another challenge peculiar to the Florida Panhandle was the
prolonged litigation following the Forbes Purchase, which threatened the legitimacy of land titles within the region.10 When the
John G. Ruan to William G. Porter, 28 August 1831, in possession of the
author.
9. John G. Ruan to William G. Porter, 21 September 1831, in possession of the
author.
10. William Warren Rogers and Lee Willis, At the Water's Edge: A Pictorial and
Nawative History of Apalachicola and Franklin County (Virginia Beach, Va.,
1997), 19; George L. Chapel, A Brief History of the Apalachicola Area
(Apehicola, Fla., n.d.), 5. The settlement of the Apalachicola region in
pamcular began with the Scottish firm of Panton, Leslie and Company, who
became important to Spanish Indian policy while it enjoyed a lucrative Indian
8.
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U.S. Supreme Court finally ruled in favor of the claimants in 1835,
it also declared that the Forbes Purchase was private property, thus
forcing proprietors to reform themselves as the Apalachicola Land
Company, which would administer the Forbes Purchase." The
principal claimant, Colin Mitchel of Washington, D.C., wrote to
reassure the inhabitants of the new town: "Allow me in reply to
your remarks this morning in allusion to the new Settlers at
Apalachicola and upon the lands of Forbes' Purchase to assure you
that in the event of the claimants securing the possession as it is
but Justice to expect they are very far from wishing to take advantage of all the improvements made by these settlers. We are all sensible of the advantages derived from the exertions of these
pioneers to future improvement and I think I speak the sentiments
of all the interested in the claim when I say that we shall have much
pleasure in adopting an arrangement with these settlers which
shall be at once equitable and beneficent."'*
The youngest partner in the firm was Richard G. Porter who
began his career at age fourteen.15 In 1823, he ran a country store
in Oswego County, New York, with older brother William. By 1829,
he had obtained a clerkship with the collector of the Erie Canal at
Rome, New York, under the supervision of Peter Hyde. In 1831,
eager to advance his career, he contacted William for advice on a
new job. William responded: "I shall be glad to hear that you have
succeeded in obtaining an appointment as assistant engineer. I
presume you have heard from [cousin] Mr Fox on the subject and
if a situation can be procured in Pennsylvania I think you should

trade in Spanish territory. When their store was attacked in 1788, in an effort
by the Loyalists to break the monopoly on the Creek trade, they were afterward compensated for damage done while defending Spanish property.
Spain paid them by granting land, about 1.5 million acres, which was later
known as the Forbes Purchase. However, the period 1814 18 proved costly for
Forbes & Company and the firm's property was sold in 1819 to Colin Mitchel,
representing his three brothers and the trading firm family of Carnochan and
Mitchel.
11. Rogers and Willis, At the Watcr'sEdge, 26.
12. Colin Mitchel to Hon. Joseph M. White, Delegate from Florida, 6 February
1833, in possession of the author.
13. Richard Gibbs Porter (18041867), the son of Rev. Thomas Porter and Mary
Gibbs, was born in Newtown, Penn. and died in Apalachicola. He was married in 1845 to Mary Tibbits Salter (18241902), the daughter of Benjamin
Franklin Salter and Harriet Chase Tibbits of New York; William Morrell
Emery, The Salters of Portsmouth, New Hanapshin? (New Bedford, Mass., 1936),
19-20.
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prefer it to one in New York, but unless you have a choice of situations you should not hesitate to accept the first that offered."14
Still, Richard and William's sister, Mary, probably knew that her
younger brother aspired to more than being an engineer on the
Erie Canal. She kept him uptodate on the Apalachicola enterprise: "My dear Brother, It is now almost two months since I wrote
to you and have been much disappointed at not hearing from you.
I now write to inform you I have heard of William's safe arrival at
Apalachicola on the eleventh of last month. John Ruan got there
just two days before and had rented a store and wharf for which
they are to give 650 dollars rent. John has had two attacks of fever
but has now quite recovered. William on his way out stopped at Key
West and attended a large auction of dry goods he purchased about
three thousand dollars worth and sent them to Charleston should
they reach there in safety he will clear from 12 to 1500 dollars."15
Yet, the engineer position eventually eluded Richard who
endured another cold and difficult winter in the north. In the
spring, William cautioned him: 'I do not think it would be prudent
for you to come to the South before next fall as I wish you to avoid
the sickly season which is always considered dangerous to strangers.
Business is generally very dull in the summer and you might find
some difficulty in obtaining a situation. I would therefore advise
you to remain with Mr Hyde until1 next fall, and then you can
accompany me on my return to this place. I think my business will
increase and that I shall require your assistance, as I contemplate
forming an establishment in the upper country, in connexion with
the store here. If you should prefer Charleston to this place, I
believe I can without difficulty [arrange] a situation in that city."16
Heeding his brother's advice, Richard waited until December
1832 when he received word from William to come to
Apalachicola. He did not immediately join William's mercantile,
however. Instead, he found employment with a Major Hardin.
Still, his excitement upon arriving in Apalachicola was evident in a
letter to Mary.

14. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 1 December 1831, in possession of the
author.
15. Mary Porter to Richard G. Porter, 13 December 1831, in possession of the
author.
16. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 11 April 1832, in possession of the
author.
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I have been very busily employed since I have been with
Maj Hardin which must be an excuse for my not writing.
The town is better situated with regard to health than I
had anticipated it is built at the mouth of the river on the
west bank and on a sandy soil there is a ridge of sand a little ways back from the river on which most of the dwelling
houses are built and in which is found good water. The
bay is large but is much obstacled by shoal and large vessels cannot come nearer than three miles of the town. It
affords excellent fish and oysters in abundance. The
country around for nearly a hundred miles is without
exception the poorest that I ever saw, the soil consisting of
nothing but sand covered with a hearty growth of pitch
pine it is of course not inhabited, there are in fact, no
roads either to or from this place and the only means of
communication with other parts of the country is by the
river and sea. The winter is here the business part of the
year. Cotton is almost the only article exported from the
Country the receiving & shipping of which & of
Merchandize going into the Countq form the greater part
of Maj. Hardin's business. There are five Steamboats plying on the river between this place & Columbus, there is
also a regular Steamboat mail established between the two
places once a week."
Richard remained in the employ of Major Hardin until joining
Wm. G. Porter & Co. sometime in 1834.
The central personality of the Wm G. Porter Co. was James
Ruan, John Ruan's cousin, who began managing the store in the
summer of 1835. His letters to the partners kept them apprised of
business matters and local news that transpired in their absence.
Richard's association with Major Hardin had parlayed into a business relationship between Wm. G. Porter & Co. and Hardin. But
Ruan expressed annoyance at how it all played out: "Major Hardins
Clerk, Mr Beckwith has been obliged to leave here on account of ill
health and I now have charge of that establishment,which is a very
disagreeable office on account of my having no means to pay his
bills etc."18 Although there remained some business connection
1
Richard G. Porter to Mary Porter, 11 April 1833, in possession of the author.
18. James Ruan to William G. Porter, 20 July 1835, in possession of the author.
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with Hardin, William advised James not to use the Wm. G. Porter
Co. funds to satisfy Hardin's debts. Ruan replied: "My dear Sir, This
morning I recd your letter of 8 inst. I observe what you say with
regard to appropriating your funds to pay Major Hardins freight
bills, and shall act accordingly; I did sometime since advance $38. for
him, but will take good care not to advance any more, his business
will suffer very materially, but it is from his own neglect and not
mine."lg With regard to their own business he reported: 'My sales
are very limited indeed, but I sell more dry goods than anyone else."
He added the news: "We have at present here a Surveyor to Survey
the Town [St.Josephs] for Mr Colin itch ell."^^
The new town was to be located twentyeight miles northwest of
Apalachicola and still in Franklin County. The area had a large protected bay and deep natural harbor but trade was limited as there was
no link between the bay and the Apalachicola River. Seeing great possibilities for such a link, wealthy speculators, natives of Apalachicola,
and men from Columbus, Georgia, who were eager to control their
own port, joined forces. They reshartered the old Chipola Canal
Company in 1835 and began to formulate plans to improve trade by
avoiding the last treacherous miles in the journey downstream.
Engineering problems made construction of a canal unfeasible and
instead a plan for a railroad that would run eight miles from St.Joseph
Bay to Lake Wimico was proposed. Even though only four feet above
sea level, the new town of S tJoseph immediately began to attract p e e
ple when it advertised lots for sale in 1836.21
As plans for the new town progressed,James Ruan reported in
August 1835 that "The StJosephs Co have fixed a site for their new
City and surveyed it, they have also chosen a route for a rail road
and contracted with a man to make it for about $45,000. also to
make a wharf at which there will be 17 feet water for about
$14,000. the Engineer binds himself to complete the rail road by
1st Dee."** Seeing an opportunity to expand business, William
acquired space in the developing town for another store. But it
apparently sat empty. In October 1836, Ruan wrote, "We have not
a word from him [Wm G Porter] regarding the Store at StJoseph,
19. James Ruan to William G. Porter, 24 August 1835, in possession of the author.
20. James Ruan to William G. Porter, 2'7 July 1835, in possession of the author.
21. William Warren Rogers, Outposts on the GulJ Saint George Island and
Apalachicola fkom Early Exploration to World War I . (Pensacola, Fla., 1986), 10;
Rogers and Willis, At the Water's Edge, 26.
22. James Ruan to William G. Porter, 24 August 1835, in possession of the author.
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I wish he had written for if he does not intend to keep goods there,
I think you could easily rent it so as not to lose money by it."23
With one store unopened and the other apparently struggling
along, Ruan sought additional employment with the Union Bank
in St. Josephs. With some pride he wrote, "Dear Richard, I have
this morning got through my second statement without much
trouble and now begin to feel a little more at home with the Bank
business, but I expect to become too lazy to get out of my own way
for I have entirely too little to do. I wish you would send my shirts
that came out of the wash since I left and above all dunn Raymond
for those Segars and send them to my by first good oppty. We had
quite a blow last night that drove one small Schooner ashore but
she got off without difficulty this morning. At present the big
Whigs of this City are holding a meeting concocting measures for
the giving of a grand Ball in the St Joseph Mansion House on or
about the first of Jany, of course you will have to come over to it."24
Ruan's situation-as a bank teller in St. Josephs and a merchant in Apalachicola-placed him in the midst of an emerging
rivalry between the two towns. Heyliger Ruan, brother to James,
wrote in February of 1837:
Dear Jim, It is a long time since I have had a letter from you I
do wish you would write me oftener, have heard by Mr Porter's letters that you are now Book Keeper in the Bank at St Josephs with
a salary of $1000. how do you like that situation. It is well enough
to get a larger Salary but I am afraid it will not give so good an
opportunity for future advancement but perhaps you may be
Cashier in time which would be a good thingI yesterday received a letter from Mother she complains
very much and veryjustly too of your inattention. She says
as you will not correspond with her, as will sometimes with
me, that I can tell you that if it would be any inducement for
them to take you in as Partner (alluding to your being in Mr
P's employ) by your having 2 or three thousand dollars
besides what you have of your own, that she could let you
have that much in two or three years, so that if in that time

23. James Ruan to Richard G. Porter, 30 October 1836, in possession of the
author.

24. James Ruan to Richard G. Porter, 29 November 1836, in possession of the
author.
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you should see any prospect for your entering into a safe
and profitable business by having the command of that
money you know where you can call for it.
I came here [Boston] about a month ago and left
Charlotte and Ann in Philad the latter quite well and the
former recovering fast. Ann thinks Philad a terrible dull
place which you know does not agree with my ideas, as I
think there is no such place in the world. How do you now,
who was always such a strong Apalachicola man, going the
whole hog even to superintending the digging of ditches
for draining the swamps as I believe you did once for Colin
Mitchell, how do you make out in St Josephs; does not
Volans laugh at you for coming to a place you so much
despised. I suppose you have now changed your tune and
sing with the birds you belong to or are you still an Apalacha
man and predict as strongly as ever the failure and ruination of St Josephs. I suppose though circumstances alter
cases and you are now as red hot [in] St.Josephs as you formerly were ~ ~ a l a c h i c o l a . ~ ~
William Porter's life also straddled two towns-Apalachicola
and Philadelphia. In the summer of 1843,William visited his uncle,
Dr. John Ruan. He wrote to his cousin, John Ruan, showing great
concern for his uncle's declining health, along with a shy personal
revelation.
My dear John, On my arrival at Philadelphia I found
Uncle's health and appearance very much impaired by his
last winters sickness, the warm weather however has had a
very favourable influence upon him and he has in a great
degree recovered his strength, he now visits his patients
without dficulty and while I was in Philadelphia I thought
I perceived a visible improvement in his appearance. Hetty
[Ruan] is in Jersey and Susan [Ruan] at Flushing.26
25. Heyliger Ruan to James Ruan, 10 February 1837, in possession of the author.
26. William G. Porter to John G. Ruan, 7 July 1843, in possession of the author.
The Ruan House at 4278 Griscom Street, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
now occupied by the museum, was built in 1796 by Dr. John Ruan and is listed in the National Register of Historic Places; Margaret Atkinson, miscellaneous papers and correspondence, Grand Army of the Republic Civil War
Museum, Philadelphia.
Dr.John Ruan 1772-1845 was born in the Island of St. Croix in the West
Indies, the second son of John Ruan who died in 1782, a respectable
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I suppose before this letter reaches you that Sam
[Benezet] will have received one from [his sister] Sally
[Benezet],which has informed you that I am engaged to be
married to [their sister] Catharine ~enezet.~' I left
Philadelphia last fall deeply interested by her, and after my
arrival at Apalachicola had determined to address her as
soon as I should see her again. I did not inform any of you
at Apalachicola of the state of my feelings toward her as I
knew not how my addresses would be received, and I must
confess in case of a refusal I feared [my sister] Mary's
raillery however it is all settled now and I shall be most
happy to inform her of it. We expect to be married about
the middle of next month your presence at the ceremony
would give us all the highest pleasure and I hope you can
make it convenient to come on. We should also be highly
gratified to see Sam on this occasion but I suppose you both
will not be able to leave home at once. It affords me the
highest gratification to say that it is a match highly approved
of by all our friends and relatives.28
Upon his marriage in 1843, William made Philadelphia his
permanent residence. There he found his friends and relatives
useful in making arrangements for shipping and insurance while
he purchased goods for the stores, made investments, and secured

gentlman planter. He and his elder brother were sent by their guardians to
the United States to complete their education, and were placed under the
care of Isaac Barnes of Trenton, N.J. Ruan was educated at Princeton
College, studied medicine and graduated at Edinborough, Scotland. In the
early part of his life, he practiced medicine in Frankford, Penn., and in the
latter part of his life in Philadelphia, where he was a prominent physician for
many years. He was married three times, first to Elizabeth Gibbs, the daughter of Richard Gibbs and Margery Harrison who died in 1803, again in 1805
to Rachael McIlvaine who died in 1820, and finally in 1822 to Susan Rodman
who was the daughter of William Rodman and Esther West Rodman; College
of Physicians of Philadelphia, Summary of the Transactions of the CoUege of
Physicians of Philadelphia (Philadelphia, 1846), 326; Charles Henry Jones,
Genealogy of the Rodman Family, 1620 to 1886 (Philadelphia, 1886), 49,88.
27. Catharine Benezet (1819-1919) was born in Doylestown, Bucks County,
Penn., the second of six children of John Stephen Benezet and Sarah
Rodman. She was mamed in 1845 to William Gibbs Porter, who was the son
of Rev. Thomas Porter and Mary Gibbs; Family Archive Image, The Abrsdged
Cmpendium of Amnican Gmdbgy, 1600s-1800s, vol. 1, Lineage Records,
http://www.Genealogy.com, 99.
28. William G. Porter to John G. Ruan, 7July 1843, in possession of the author.
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banking contacts.29 In addition he enjoyed the advantages of the
city's mills, ropewalks, bankers, rich merchants, and relatively easy
access to New York and Boston. Philadelphia, however, was not
without hard times and unrest, both for the city and the family.
Following the Southwark Riots of July 1844, William wrote, "I have
not much local news of importance to give you, the troops have all
been disbanded and the city seems perfectly quiet. Martha
Rodman has returned from DoylestownS0entirely recovered from
Scarlett fever." With a growing family, William sought larger quarters, writing his brother in New York, "1 have taken the house in
Chesnut St between Schuylkill 7th & 6th streets at a rent of $425
dolls per annum. We are to have possession by the 1st of
September as the landlord has to make some repairs such as papering and painting. I wish you while in Boston to purchase our carpets, the best Extra three ply for the parlours and good ingrain for
the chambers and dining room; the house is large having a front
of over 20 ft. Kate and I expect you will display a great deal of taste
in the selection and hope you will send us something uncommonly handsome for the parlours. You can ship by first vessel for
Philadelphia taking care to insure fully as we want the carpet. laid
down before we send in the f ~ r n i t u r e . " ~ ~
In the meantime, Richard planned to marry. His cousin John
congratulated him: "we were not more surprised than pleased to
hear of your intended marriage and I have no doubt that you will
both realise the happiness that you have anticipated, that you may
is my sincere wish, in which Amanda joins me, and says she will prepare a room for you & expect you to make a home with us until1
they can have your room fixed at the Hotel or as long as it may suit
your convenience. We shall leave here for Apala on the 19th Inst
and will have the new carpet down, cake made etc in order to wel29. William G. Porter was listed along with his relatives: Benezet, Fox, Hyde,
Mathews, Paxson, Rodman, and Ruan in the Philadelphia City Directories.
The Ruan family owned a sugar plantation at St. Croix, while those who
remained in England represented the Benezet, Gibbs, and Porter families.
Visits with family and commerce flowed freely from those areas to
Philadelphia which extended the business far to the North and down through
the southeastern part of the United States to Key West and beyond to St.
Croix in the West Indies, England, and Belgium; McElroy, McElr~y's
Philadelphia City &' Bwiraess Directmy (Philadelphia, 1862), 792.
30. She probably stayed with relatives in Doylestown while recuperating.
31. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 16 August 1845, in possession of the
author.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss3/5

14

Robertson: Historic Notes and Documents: Philadelphia Foundations of the Wm.

come the Bride and I need not add that It will always give us pleasure to be able to contribute to the comfort of Mrs R G Porter as far
as in our power."52Another cousin, Samuel Benezet wrote from
the firm in Apalachicola:
My Dear Sir, Your favor of 2nd inst confirming the intelligence of your intended marriage is at hand. I have taken
the Rooms occupied by Frank Nouse for you. The Cassin
rooms were already engaged. The Darden rooms were
vacant but Barry advised by all means to take the other
assigning as a reason that there was no way to get from
them to the Dining Room.
I am much obliged to you for sending the book I
wrote for and am still more pleased to find that the last
remittance reached you safely as there has been a number
of robberies committed in the route between Macon &
Albany.
The River is up at last. Mr Ruan wrote me that he
would be down by the 20th inst. Business or rather trade is
still dull, the sales being light. I am as busy as I know how
to be and wish some one was here with me, especially to
take the correspondence off my hands as there are some
two or three letters which I want some one else to reply to.
The last three days have been quite cold, so much so
that a fire has been not only comfortable but necessary.

P.S. You were elected one of the County Commissioners
by a large majority.33
Benezet's letter evidences how, even in the midst of family celebration, business activities in Apalachicola remained a foremost concern. William wrote to John G. Ruan on the marriage ceremony,
adding a note regarding a capital purchase for the company:
Richard was married on the 29th, the ceremony took place
at 8 o'clock in the evening at Dr Dewey's church, upwards of
200 persons were present but only a few of the newest
fiends accompanied the bridal party to Mr Salter's house;
32. John G. Ruan to Richard G. Porter, 7 October 1845, in possession of the
author.
33. Samuel Benezet to Richard G. Porter, 14 October 1845, in possession of the
author.
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among whom were Mav and I and cousin Sam & Elisabeth
Paxson. Ned Fox acted as groomsman and an excellent one
he made being the life & soul of the party; the New York p e e
ple were wondedully pleased with him. On Fryday evening
there was a party at Lewis' which was given to the bride and
groom and where their friends again had an opportunity of
seeing them. The bridal festivities have delayed our departure for the South somewhat, however we start to morrow.
Richd & the bride will go by the way of Savannah and on the
lower route, they will probably reach you very shortly after
the receipt of this letter. I shall go to Augusta and from
thence to Columbus and down the river as fast as I can. I
hope I shall be at Apalachicola by the 15th inst.
When in New York I purchased from Hanford the
Apalachicola Exchange for $4500. Dolls one fourth of
which is to be paid in 4 mos and the residue in 1 2 & 3 yrs
in equal annual payments, with interest. As the building
rents for $900 dolls per annum I think it a capital purchase as the rent in a few years will pay for it.34
With William, John Ruan, and Samuel Benezet operating the
firm in Apalachicola, business stayed consistent throughout 1846,
although the economy was struggling. William directed, "My dear
Richard, I shall send you to day by the Express line samples of 115
bales Cussin's cotton, which you will please take to Cahorne &
Kenney and let me know by return mail what price can be got for
them in New York. They are all sqr bales in good order and will
average about 450 lb pr bale. They are hardly good enough for the
factories here and I prefer selling them in New York for cash. I can
deliver them by the canal in three or four days-or if the purchaser wishes I can ship them on board a Liverpool packet at as low a
freight as from New York, and free from all charges but drayage.
We continue to have failures here among the manufacturers 8c
commission men, which injures the cotton market and makes me
unwilling to sell on the usual terms of 4 mos. I inclose receipt for
the samples, the bundle is addressed to you care of John H Talman
corner South &
54. William G. Porter to John G. Ruan, 2 November 1845, in possession of the

author.
35. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 4 August 1846, in possession of the
author.
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Not withstanding the obvious close family ties, the partners
worked well together in their respective roles. As the founder of
the f m , William actively participated in all aspects of management, policy, and expansion strategy. His knowledge of the prevailing market conditions and his keen sense of character also
sewed him well in the delegation of authority within the company.
John G. Ruan's year-round presence made him indispensable
in managing daily affairs, wharf activity, senants, slaves, hired
hands, and property. With widespread local connections, his
advice was sought on matters concerning local government and
the collection of payments to the firm. During the slow summer
months, he sought other work for the maintenance of the hired
hands and slaves.
The working relationship between the two men was evidenced
in a long-term exchange over labor. In August 1846,John wrote:
"Our Town is quiet very littel doing either in business or mischief,
the health generally good. . . . I have had Ben painting the windows & shutters of the Store, whitewashing the Kitchen & hauling
shells and wood-he has not drank a drop this summer, looks better than he has for many years-has behaved himself as well as I
could wish-the other servants are well. Miss Price has come home
sick, let me know so soon as you can determine if you will want her
next winter, if not I will hire her out."36 Richard, who had traveled
with his wife, Mary Salter, to her home in New York on the occasion of the birth of their first child, replied, "We shall probably
want Maria Price & it will be best therefore not to engage her to
anyone else.*s7
John wrote again in July 1847 concerning the failing health of
one of the hired slaves. "Peter is still confined to the house. I fear
he will not be able to Pilot again.38 Dr Gorrie advises him to go up
to his master; he will leave on the mail boat today. The Boat goes
to Eufaula this trip."3g Seven years later, William revealed a strategy in the division of labor: "If you think you can get along in the
36. John G. Ruan to Richard G. Porter, 16 August 1846, in possession of the
author.
37. Richard G. Porter to John G. Ruan, 3 September 1846, in possession of the
author.
38. Rogers and Willis, At the Water'sEdge, 3'7. Harbor pilots were top seamen who
could board a ship that wished to enter or leave the harbor and safely direct
it through the shoals that obstructed Apalachicola Bay.
39. John G. Ruan to William G. Porter, 12July 184'7, in possession of the author.
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grocery department with Ben's help, it will be as well not to employ
Lewis or any one else, until1 we begin to see how our business is
likely to turn out. It would be a great help to both of us if we could
keep Ben in good health through the winter, he suits me better
than any other for sampling cotton, but if we expect any benefit
from his services we must keep him from liquor in the fall and not
allow him to do any heavy lifting work, it will therefore be best to
hire or buy a drayrnan as you may judge best."40
In addition to slave labor, the firm employed relatives as
clerks, collection agents, and bookkeepers. The practice worked
well, even though the same amount of attrition occurred as experienced by those firms who hired outside the family. William
Rodman Ruan began working at the store in Apalachicola in the
fall of 1844.41 He began making collections in 1853 until his sewice in the Civil War. Samuel Benezet, who took over the bookkeeping after James Ruan's departure for St Joseph, continued in
that capacity until 1850 when his brother John Benezet took over
the task.
In ill health, Samuel felt obliged to take a leave of absence,
explaining to William that "The long continued and close confinement of the past winter & spring without any exercise whatever added to as nearly a close confinement through a long, hot, and
debilitating summer has used me up and I find it absolutely necessary to take a rest from all business and all anxiety of mind if I

**

40. William G. Porter to John G Ruan, 2 October 1854, in possession of the
author.
41. William Rodman Ruan (182&1881),born in Philadelphia, the son of Dr.John
Ruan and Susan Rodman, studied at the University of Pennsylvania before
moving to Apalachicola about 1844 at sixteen years of age. He never married
and served in the Confederate Army; will of D. John G. Ruan, 1845, Grand
Army of the Republic Civil War Museum, Philadelphia.
42. Samuel Benezet (1821-18'77),born in Doylestown, Bucks County, Penn., the
son ofJohn Stephen Benezet and Sarah Rodman of Philadelphia. He joined
his cousins in the firm W. G. Porter & Company in Apalachicola around 1839.
He never married and was shown in the 1850 census of Franklin County, Fla.
as a clerk, aged 28, and living in the same house with the families of John G.
Ruan and Richard G. Porter; W.W.H. Davis, Warren S. Ely, and John W.
Jordan, H k t q of Bucks County, Pennsylvania, f i m the dkcmq of the Delaware to
the present tim, 2 vols. (New York, 1905), 1: 114; 1850 United States Census,
Apalachicola, Franklin, Fla., http://mailer.fsu.edu/-rthompso/fl850.html,
218.
John Fox Benezet (18241899), born in Doylestown, Bucks County,
Penn., the son of John Stephen Benezet and Sarah Rodman and brother of
Samuel Benezet; Porter, Memoir of Richard Gibbs, 18.
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expect to be able to go through the coming season without a sacrifice of health which I am by no means willing to make. Until1
such time therefore, as I feel thoroughly recruited I shall take care
on no account to overexert myself or to attempt to do anything
which I do not feel I can do with the greatest of ease. Wm [Ruan]
will write you what has been done since his arrival here."43
The intimacy of family business, however, also meant that illness or disagreement posed unique problems. In 1853, William
issued instructions: "Wm Ruan leaves for the South to morrow. I
shall give him letters to get money at Augusta and Columbus, if he
can get it at the former place he will take the lower route for the
Bay and will probably be with you by the time this letter gets to
hand. If he has to go to Columbus he may be longer getting home.
I am sorry to hear such bad accounts of John Benezet's health. By
all means urge him to come North if he should become well
enough and the Physicians think it necessa~y."~~
As John recovered, his brother Sam's health failed. Showing compassion for his
cousin's illness, William wrote, expressing both personal and business concerns: "I am sorry to find Sam's health will not admit his
taking charge of the books this winter perhaps if he regains
strength he may feel himself strong enough to attend to the out
door business, however we can come to a decision on this point
when we get to the Bay.""
That relationship between family and business had domestic
significance as well. Housing in Apalachicola was limited to few
dwellings, so communal living proved a practical solution and prob
ably for economic reasons as well. The 1850 census showed half of
the households shared living quarters with friends or boarders.
John G. Ruan was head of a household of fourteen persons, including his wife and five children plus William G. Porter, Richard and
.~~
years
wife, two sons, Samuel Benezet, and William R. R ~ a n Five
later, increased numbers of children necessitated a change.

43. Samuel Benezet to William G. Porter, 1 October 1850, in possession of the
author.
44. William G. Porter to John G Ruan, 18 September 1853, in possession of the
author.
45. William G. Porter to John G Ruan,SO September 1853, in possession of the
author.
46. 1850 United States Census, Apalachicola, Franklin, Florida,
http://mailer.fsu.edu/-rthompso/ fl850.htm1, 218; 1880 United States
Census, Fort Worth, Tarrant, Texas, NA Film Number T9-1328, 32B.
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Richard rented a house for his family while Samuel Benezet and
William Ruan moved to a boarding house. Still, the latter thought
it more comfortable to lodge at the store when in Apalachicola and
arranged with his brother to prepare accommodations: "Make it as
large as you can conveniently as I should like it as well for a sitting
as a sleeping room let the brick wall at side & front be plastered, if
you can conveniently add a fire place to the chimney . . . [provide]
the dimensions of the room as I would like to procure a course mat
for the floor."47He shipped furniture for the oflice and living quarters: "On Monday I sent you invoices and bill lading for the goods
shipped by the Almeida, I forgot to mention that the bedding and
furniture on board that vessel are mine, intended for my room.""
All of this relates how, living in hotels and in the upper floors of
their stores, merchants formed a neighborhood of convenience as
well as one of security for their investments.
Mercantile security proved to be quite challenging during the
1830s and 1840s as banks suspended the flow of money, states
issued their own money, notes were devaluated, and exchange and
interest rates fluctuated wildly according to the political situation.
However, the William G. Porter Company suffered little through
those years. Its operations were highly diversified, serving as cotton factors, forwarding agents, commission merchants, and
bankers, in addition to managing daily trade in three stores in the
Florida panhandle. In functioning as commission merchants and
cotton factors, the firm bought cotton for Northern and European
interests and made advances to planters, carrying the debit on the
books until compensated when the cotton was sold at harvest time.
As factors, their job also involved evaluating and storing cotton
before it could be sold. Studying the returns of the American and
foreign markets, William determined which markets he should target for cotton sales." For example, in November 1846, William
reported how "Business has been active at Augusta this fall, the
receipts of cotton have been much larger than usual at this season
of the year, the upland crop is of uncommon good quality, the
planters have been free sellers and the merchants are in good spir-

47. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 2 August 1855, in possession of the
author.
48. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 13 September 1855, in possession of
the author.
49. Willoughby, Fair to Middlin ', 21.
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its making large sales of goods, and anticipating good collections.
I think we may reasonably expect the same thing to occur in our
section. You can tell Mr Salter that the opinion here is that the
crop will reach two millions of bales."50
By 1855, the firm's attention to cotton exportation seemed
especially promising. As William explained,
To the disappointment of cotton operators generally it
now appears that the consumption in England instead of
being dimished by the war, has materially increased; and
unless it be checked speedily and greatly I am inclined to
think (when I take into consideration the lightness of the
stock and the state of our rivers) prices will continue to
advance in Liverpool throughout the summer until they
reach a higher point than they have done for several years.
If the demand should subside in Apalachicola at the close
of the season and you should have some odd lots left over,
it would be as well to induce the owners to forward them
to us at New York where I have no doubt they can be sold
in the fall to advantage. An excellent chance to make
money on cotton this season has very generally been lost
by those engaged in the trade on this side. The fear of the
disastrous influence of the war upon the manufacturing
interest has prevented many from entering the marked at
all and induced those who did make investments to realise
at the first small profit; all of which is to be regretted as the
hopes of previous years right here have been made up in
a great degree by the profits of this.
I am glad to learn your forwarding business had
increased this spring; considering the low state of the
rivers and scarcity of money in the country. I was led to
believe there would be a considerable falling off in this
branch of our business. I think very favorably of the connexion you have formed with Benton for I have a high
opinion of his business capacity and doubt not he will
prove a valuable c~stomer.~'

50. Benjamin Salter was Richard Porter's father-in-law; William G. Porter to
Richard G. Porter, 6, November 1846, in possession of the author.
51. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 31 May 1855, in possession of the
author.
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Yet, a year later, William noted that "You will see by the papers that
the cotton market has been unfavourably affected by the Atlantic
news and that prices have declined in New York and the Southern
markets. It seems pretty evident now that the crop will probably
amount to 3500,000 bales and this I expect has as much to do with
the present dullness as the foreign news, however with low freights
at the south and advancing exchange I dont think prices can fall
off materially from present rates say 10 3/4 for middling in New
York, the late transmitter shpmts if sold must have lost pretty heavily. I am afraid Baggs and Myrick's cotton will have arrived a little
too late to get the top of the market."52
And a year later, Richard warned: "Dear brother, We have had
a dull week in cotton and have had to take more back than we have
sold. The Hill crop proved to be mixed throughout and Wood was
not willing to keep it at any deduction. We took it back to day and
I have advised Mr Hill that we would ship by first opportunity to N
Y ~ r k . "By~ the
~ end of the month the cotton factors agreed to raise
commission on sale of cotton, with Richard representing the firm.
''You have no doubt seen that the factors in Savannah have raised
the comms on sale of cotton to 2 1/2 %. The factors here have discussed the propriety of some additional compensation for the risks
and responsibilities incurred and they have all finally agree to
charge 1%on all acceptances or advances on cotton in addition to
the 50c per bale for selling. I do not believe this will turn any cotton from this market. It will still be about 50c less than the
Savannah rate and to those planters who do not take advances it
will make no difference. Believing this to be reasonable & certainly not more than a just compensation we have with all the
other factors here signed an agreement to take effect after the 1st
of August next & shall no* our customers accordingly."54
Still, prospects diminished. A year later William reported:
"The last news from Europe brings a decline of 1/8 in the cotton
market at Liverpool. The New York market has sunk under the
increased estimates of the crop and middling cotton is now quoted there at 11 3/4 you therefore did well in selling what you could
52. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 15 May 1856, in possession of the
author.
53. Richard G. Porter to William G. Porter, 23 May 1857, in possession of the
author.
54. Richard G. Porter to William G. Porter, 30 May 1857, in possession of the
author.
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on your arrival. The weather has been and continues to be so
favourable for the crop that the general estimate now is 3500,000
bales and as long as this impression lasts I don't think there will be
much improvement in prices."55
The hard economic times of the late 1850s began to take a toll
of the business climate in Apalachicola. Perceiving trouble,
William advised Richard: "The failure of John Fraser & Co and
Trenholm Bros & Co reported yesterday will do cotton no good
and create distrust in cotton bills, I fear some of our Apalachicola
and Columbus houses are implicated therein. It is lucky for us that
these troubles have arisen so near the end of the cotton season at
the Bay, and as you do not mention having made any engagements
latterly for bills either for ourselves or the Bank I hope that we are
about entirely clear of them. I advise you now as I have previously, should any bills offer to take none but on manufacturers; avoid
all speculative bills from professed cotton dealers and confine your
transactions to such drawers as Mitchell Hill or Hartshorne. I
hardly know whether it is worth while to allude to this subject as
your own sagacity, and the closing of the season must render such
Two months later he reported: "The
advice almost unnece~sary."~~
cotton market is inactive at New York and holders are disappointed that the peace in Europe has not produced a more decided
improvement in prices. I look for a better demand and higher
prices as the stock diminishes in Liverpool and hope yet to be compensated for holding on to the shpmt by ~asonic."~'He wrote in
September: "I was gratified to learn Mrs Hutchins was about
resuming her business connections with us and presume the
change of owners in the warehouse at Howards will be no disadvantage to our firm, at least she will not be as active in diverting
business from us as the former owners."58
As the William G. Porter Co. became more involved as cotton
factors, it also acquired a fleet of ships to facilitate the shipping
business. In 1848, Benezet acknowledged the purchase from
55. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 6 November 1858, in possession of the
author.
56. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 7 June 1859, in possession of the
author.
57. Wiiam G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 12 August 1859, in possession of the
author.
58. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 19 September 1859, in possession of
the author.
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"Grierson, one quarter interest in schooner Chipola James
Grierson having sworn that he together with Samuel Benezet and
Luther D Roberts are citizens of the US, sole owners of the ship or
vessel called the Chipola of Apalachicola whereof Grierson is at
present Master, and as he hath sworn that the said ship was built
on the Chipola river County of Calhoun in the state of Florida in
the year 1848."59 The ship, America built for the firm at
Brownsville, Pennsylvania, in 1852, engaged in trade on the Gulf of
Mexico, extending from Port Arthur, Texas, to New Orleans,
Apalachicola, and then south to the Keys. It was a sternwheeler
with one deck, two masts, and a cabin on deck.60
Expanding their geographical reach, the Porters purchased
another ship in 1853. "During my absence in Canada," William
wrote, "Richard in conjunction with Capt Smith bought a vessel for
the Cuba trade, she is Baltimore built; a schooner of 80 tons burthen, 4 yrs old, coppered about 9 mos ago, is well found in every
thing anchor sails rigging cables, etc. they got her for $1300 dolls.
I think a great bargain. Smith says he has been offered $500 dolls
advance on her. We own three quarters he one quarter. She will
go up to Albany in a few days for a load of lumber which she will
take to Richmond, VA and then return to New York with a cargo
of flour. We shall then get a cargo for Nassau from thence she will
go to Turks Island for a load of salt for Apalachicola. I think her
well adapted for the fruit trade as she is said to sail well. The
Grierson has got a birth at the wharf and is ready to take in cargo,
she is in fine order, and I hope we shall be able to fill her up before
long at 10 cnts. a foot. We bought 20 bales India bagging at 10 3/4
which will go on board of her in a day or two."61
The company heavily employed its fleet. William observed
about the repair of the A m a , "I think the America must have
made a pretty good trip to the Sabine I see by the papers she is now
at the Point repairing I hope the new boilers will prove to be good

59. Samuel Benezet to James Grierson, 19 August 1848, in possession of the
author.
60. Edward A. Mueller, Pen'bus Journeys: A Histoly of Steamboating on the
Chattahoochee, Apalachicola, and fint Rivers, 1828-1928 (Eufaula, Ga., 1990), 96
8c c-2.; William G. Porter to John G. Ruan, 13July 1853, in possession of the
author.
61. William G. Porter to John G. Ruan, 1 August 1853, in possession of the
author.
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ones, and that she will be ready early for next season's business.62
Whatever engagements you may make for wood let it be for Zjght
wood, the wood Dave & Wade furnished the latter part of the season was poor and we want no more such, dont agree to receive any
until1 she begins her trips."63
After the wreck of the ship Attalia near Key West, William
advised John to reorder supplies for it: "I hope the Pilgrim has
arrived by this time and that you have secured for her the cotton
the Attalia was to have got as I suppose there has been no chance
for Bowden to have sent down his naval stores. I am glad to learn
there has been an important rise in our river as I presume it will
materially aid the America's freight lists. I now begin to hope she
will come out enough ahead by the close of the season to return us
the money we advanced last fall, her last trip I observe was a pretty
good one."M
Financing too was a most important function of the firm as the
money market was supplied with bills of exchange and promissory
notes generated by the cotton dealers. The planter usually was
advanced one-half to three-fourths of the value of his cotton by the
buyer, and his account settled at the end of the cotton season
when the crop had finally been sold. Since Apalachicola had no
bank of its own, the local commission merchants acted as agents
for foreign banks as a sideline to their primary business of marketing cotton. William G. Porter served as an agent for the Augusta
Insurance and Banking Company; he bought and sold exchange,
which gave him a distinct advantage in marketing cotton.65
Still, conditions determined business hours, and William experienced frustration at untimely delays. "Sam Benezet's return has
been delayed somewhat by the sickness at Augusta, as we wished to
make arrangements for the money he is to get there without his
being compelled to remain all night, the fever is said to be very bad
there, the Banks are only opened for a few hours in the morning
and most of the officers have left the town."66 But patience paid
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.

The Sabine River runs along the border of Texas and Louisiana to Port
Arthur where it empties into the Gulf of Mexico, east of Houston, Texas.
William G. Porter to John G . Ruan, 20July 1854, in possession of the author.
William G. Porter to John G Ruan, 2 October 1854, in possession of the
author.
Willoughby, Fat to Middlin', 81,98, 160 n 75.
William G. Porter to John G. Ruan, 2 October 1854, in possession of the
author.
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off. "I am glad to find the city Bank of Augusta is disposed to
increase their business with us," William wrote to Richard; "I presume you have replied to Mr Fargo's letter, at all events I think it
will be well for me to write the Cash from here. As this is a new
Bank with large capital it will probably be inclined to seek out
newer avenues for business and circulation than Augusta at present and therefore be disposed to furnish us with much larger sums
of money both for river and foreign bills, than the two other Banks
for whom we have been doing business. Our long experience in
the Exchange business and responsibility which are well known to
Mr Could will facilitate any proposition we may aspire to make."67
By 1856, then, with an established reputation as cotton factors,
a fleet of ships, and connections to money markets, the William G.
Porter Co. was positioned to expand. William wrote to John: "I
have written to the City Bank that Sam would go out about the 1st
of October and have requested about $50,000. to be sent by him.
He will take the Columbus, Abbeville, Woodville and Marianna
route in order to supply our customers in that region. If you
should have any applications for money that you think it best to file
you had better write him at those points to that he can do it on his
way down the river. Richard talks of going out about the middle
of next month and will take the Flint River route to supply our customers in that section."68
More buildings were needed for storage. Yet other companies
quickly acquired nearby warehouse space. John wrote in August
1847: "The Land Co have sold to Day & Co the lots aback of us on
Commerce street at $500 ea and ask you 300 for those we want,
one of which is half covered by the run of water, the last wet spell
they seem to be more liberal toward others than to us, these lots
are of littel value to any one but ourselves, to us would be a great
convenience, those on Commerce St are in the center of business
and joining the new
Eight years later, William was still
seeking properties on which to expand: "When I go to New York I
will endeavour to see Mr Selden and the Land Co in reference to

67. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 3 July 1855, in possession of the
author.
68. William G. Porter to John G Ruan, 17 September 1856, in possession of the
author.
69. John G. Ruan to William G. Porter, 23 August 1847, in possession of the
author.
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the three wharf lots, I think it probable enough they can be bought
at our offer, if the company is in a situation to give us a good title.
None of our customers have yet made their appearance at the
North it is too early for them yet I suppose some of them will be on
next month, as soon as they are, I will go to New ~ o r k . " ~ ~
This flurry of development occurred in an increasingly troubled economic climate. Financial troubles began appearing in
May 1856 with the inability of customers to pay debts. William
counseled Richard: "I observe what you say respecting Bowdin Hays
& Co. You must urge them to pay at least one fourth of the balance
due from all of the concerns after the sale of the 26 bales cotton,
this will only compel them to raise about $2500. dolls in cash for us
and this you must tell them is the very least we can get along with.
I am glad to learn John is about starting up the country and I trust
he will be successful in obtaining important payments from our
largest debtors. After his return you will be able to form a pretty
good opinion of the amt of cash you will be likely to have on hand
during the summer. If it should fall materially short of what we calculated when I left you had better get notes or drafts from our principal debtors payable next winter which we can get discounted in
. "June,
~ ~ William wrote toJohn
Augusta or New York i f n e c e ~ s a r ~In
on the same subject: "My dearJohn, Richard's letter of 18th inst was
received yesterday and as I suppose he will have started for the
North with his family before this letter reaches you I shall hereafter
address my communications to you. We were glad to learn from
John Benezet who arrived on Teusday that your family were all well
and that the town continued healthy. I hope that McRae and
Teague will make the remittances they promised before Richard
leaves as it may be important for you to have the use of money at
the Bay during the summer and if they have not it may be well to
urge them as well as Wood & Co to remit you as much as they possibly can, however I will say no more on this subject until I see
Richard and learn from him his cash arrangements."'*
Like many merchants, the Porters rested the hopes for economic recovery in the election of James Buchanan, a Democrat

' 11
A

70. William G. Porter to Richard c.Porter, $0 July 1855, in possession of the
author.
71. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 28 May 1856, in possession of the
author.
72. William G. Porter to John C Ruan, 26 June 1856, in possession of the author.
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who advocated compromise and acceptance of constitutional law.
The election results in the fall of 1856 were exciting for William:
"My dear John, Sam forgot to tell me in his letter what were the
prospects of the cotton crop in Henry and Jackson, next to the
result of the Pennsylvania election the subject has had the most of
my attention. I hope the crop on our river will result as favourably
as the election has done in our glorious old state. The fusionests
are utterly confounded by the result in Indiana and Penna, and
every body admits now the election of Mr Buchannan by a large
vote. We have a letter from Gilbert Rodman who is in ecstacies
with the results and says he is almost tempted to make a pilgrimage to the good old state and bless her for her conduct on this
momentous o c c a s ~ i o n .Tell
~ ~ Sam, Judge Chapman is elected by
over 1500 majority that we have elected 15 members of Congress,
have a majority in the State Legislature on joint ballot which
secures us a US Senator, and that the State officers are elected by
a Majority from 4 @ 7000."~~
The counting of votes in 1856 moved slowly, however, and as
November began, William was not above electioneering: "My dear
Richard, Tell Mr Wood that I received his letter and will bring out
the Garden seeds he writes for and as he is a good democrat say to
him moreover I believe Pennsylvania on the 4th of this month will
do her duty by giving her vote for Buchanan and Breckenridge by
a majority which I trust will put down Black Republicanism forever. I will send out John's seeds as requested. I am very much gratified to learn that Wood and Son have got such a good charter for
the Ameri~a.'~I now contemplate leaving here on the 10th of this
month."76
73. Gilbert RodrnanJr. (1800-1862), the son of Gilbert Rodman and Sarah Gibbs,
was William's first cousin. He studied law at Doylestown with Judge Fox, settled at Lancaster, Penn., in the practice of his profession, was appointed to a
clerkship in the U.S. Treasury Department at Washington and became chief
clerk. He never married and died suddenly while in office in the 61st year of
his age and is interred at Laurel Hill; Porter, M m i r of Richard Gibbs, 21.
74. William G. Porter to John G Ruan, 21 October 1856, in possession of the
author.
75. The America was built at Brownsville, Pennsylvania in 1852 According to
Edward Mueller, "She was a large vessel of 372 tons, being 172'10" by 26'6" by
8'6". She had one deck, two masts, a plain head and a cabin on deck. She
was a sternwheeler and was owned by men from New Orleans, Columbus and
Apalachicola. William J. McAllister of Columbus owned one-seventh of her
and was her master. William G. Porter and Company owned 13/43, three
other Apalachicolians owned 14/43. By 1859, she had gravitated to New
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Buchanan did win the election of 1856, brightening economprospects momentarily. In fact, Richard announced completion
uch-needed warehouse, "Our warehouse is completed at last
& we have been moving into it some of the goods from the Store.
The roof proves to be-tight & the gutter we have put under the
floor carries a11 the water into Commerce Street. I think we have
a good substantial building & a very convenient one.""
But their elation was dampened by October 1857when financial problems in New York disrupted commerce in the South.
Overexpansion of the railroads was blamed for a financial crisis
that caused New York banks to suspend specie payments. The
panic quickly spread to southern banks whose business depended
on the New York banks. They were forced to suspend as well, just
as cotton was moving to market.78 William Ruan addressed Porter
in Philadelphia: 'Dear sir, We have news to day of the suspension
of all Geo Banks except City Mechanics, Augusta & Columbus & all
S Carolina except Charleston Bank, and every one is in hopes the
others will suspend soon, although Mr Young writes that the
Columbus Bank shall not do so under any circum~tances."~~
Richard remained optimistic: "Dear brother, You must have
had an anxious time in N York before the suspension occurred.
You were very fortunate in getting all the cotton off before the
decline, which is much larger than I looked for. I have no doubt
now that things will go on smoothly again. I am glad to see that
you have had a letter from Mr Gould which indicates the purpose
of the City Bank to supply funds here as usual. We have no letter
from them yet. I hope they will not delay their actions so long that
other people will get money & supply their customers before us. I

76.
77.
78.
79.

Orleans. She may have been engaged in coastwise trade, as she was rather a
large vessel for the river. . . . Became Enterprise Confederate steamer 1862";
Edward A. Mueller, Perilous Journeys: A History of Steamboating on the
Chattahoochee, Apalachicola, and Hint Rivers, 18281928 (Eufaula, Ga., 1990),
96, c-2. William Porter wrote, "I see by the N Orleans paper that the
'America' cleared for Sabine on the 20th. We have no letter from Wood &
Son on the subject but I suppose there must have been a good prospect for a
good freight or they would not have sent her there"; William G. Porter to
John G. Ruan, 28June 1854, in possession of the author.
William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 1November 1856, in possession of the
author.
Richard G. Porter to W a a m G. Porter, 2 September 1857, in possession of
the author.
Willoughby, Fair to Middlin ,' 87.
William Ruan to W G Porter, 21 October 1857, in possession of the author.
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am very glad to hear there is so good a prospect of Mitchels payi~g
his dft as we can use the funds to ad~antage."~~
As the economy tightened, the partners determined to collect
debts and eke out sales. William cautioned: "My dear Richard, I
observe what Teague says in regard to paying off balance of his acct
and hope he may be successful in getting the paper discounted to
do it, but think there is little chance of its8' I however believe it to
be of the utmost importance for us to get this debt secured and will
be very glad to take the paper he offered and I trust you will use
every exertion in your power to get it in case he does not pay you
the money."82 The following year, William wrote: "My dear
Richard, Since I wrote you on Monday Easton has advised me of
the sale of our 28 bales cotton @11.1/2 cents. The accounts from
Liverpool still shew a declining market there especially for the
lower grades and I fear I shall have trouble to get rid of Baggs poor
cotton.85 There is no demand for such at present. I urged Easton
to use every exertion to sell when I left New York but I fear he will
find it difficult to do so."84
Just as the aftermath of the Panic of 185'7 subsided, new problems arose. In the fall of 1860,William expressed concern over the
southern states: "My dear Richard, . . . Business affairs have taken
a very downward turn during the past ten days as you will have perceived by the Northern papers, owing to the alarm felt at the
threatened action of the Southern States in case of the election of
Lincoln of whose defeat I fear there are but faint hope. The future
looks as gloomy as possible to me and I apprehend the greatest
troubles will be shortly upon us both political and commercial but
I will not dwell upon this subject and hope the country may yet
80. Richard G. Porter to William G. Porter, 26 October 1857, in possession of the
author.
81. Willoughby, Fair to Middlin', 92. Southern commissison merchants used discounting-selling at a discount the second draft of a sixtyday sight bill, or
"buying exchangen-to get funds with which to pay the planter's or inland
store-keeper's draft.
82. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 1 July 1858, in possession of the
author.
83. Baggs was a cotton shipping firm in Bainbridge, Ga. 'Mr Baggs is an old
friend, and one of the most important correspondents of the old firm,and I
have no doubt as he is a man of influence in his section will do a prosperous
commission business in Savannah"; William G. Porter to Mary Salter Porter,
22 September 1869, in possession of the author.
84. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 1 September 1859, in possession of
the author.
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escape the evils that now threaten it. I expect to leave for Apalach
about the middle of next month and as soon as I can decide upon
the day will let you know."85 A week later, William again worried:
My dear Richard, The business men and financial circles
here and in New York have become greatly alarmed and
excited at the threatening aspect of affairs at the South.
The most disastrous results are expected to follow the
result of Lincoln's election, and the secession of a part or
whole of the Southern States in consequence thereof. The
stoppage of trade alone between the two sections will pros
trate all commercial credit in the great cities and probably
produce a panic that will carry down the strongest houses.
I have myself very faint hopes of Lincoln's defeat, though
the present alarm and excitement may have some effect in
saving New York from the Republicans. I therefore say
dont buy or sell Northern Exchange just now. Where you
have to remit to New York or New Orleans for our own
acct, do it in cotton which will maintain its value at the
North as political troubles thicken, while 30 or 60 d/s bills
may become utterly worthless.86
With business paralyzed in the North, William wrote a week later:

My dear Rchd, I am in receipt of your letter of the 10th
informing me of the addition to your family and we were
glad to learn Mary and the baby were doing well.87
You will see by the papers the sad state of commercial
affairs in this section, business is paralyzed, and if the
panic continues it will be impossible to get advances on
shpmts of cotton and bread stuffs to England. This state
of things will react on the cotton markets South, cause cotton to decline and may temporarily stop sales, though I
am inclined to think in view of the immense interests at
stake both North & South some plan will be finally devised
to get the crop forward in spite of political agitations.

85. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 26 October 1860, in possession of the
author.
86. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 30 October 1860, in possession of the
author.
87. William Salter Porter (1860-1930)
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In regard to our engagements in New York or New
Orleans under the present gloomy state of commercial
affairs, I think it will be better to remit in cotton than in
any body's bills, for there is no telling now what changes
may be produced among the strongest houses by the
events of a few days, I believe however our engagements at
these points are not large and that the bulk of them do not
matter for time yet. I say nothing about our home engagements you are on the spot and know best how to manage
them. Keep as clear of new engagements as possible and
in all that you do enter into, let it be with a fair prospect
of reducing an old liability.
The political prospects of the continuation of the
Union are so dark that I almost despair of its duration. It
is most devoutly to be hoped that when secession does
take place, enough States will go off to make it a peaceable
one and then I doubt not commercial affairs will resume
their wanted activity at the
The Porters were fortunate in getting their shipments to market before secession began to erode the nation. Relieved, William
wrote: "Dear brother, 1wrote you on the 17th directing to Augusta.
Since then we have received over 500 bales Cotton all of which is
on hand. Our cotton market has been at a stand still for more
than 10 days not a bale having been sold in that time. Some of the
buyers still have orders to buy but there is no money here and we
suppose will not be until the Southern Banks suspend. This I hope
will be determined one way or the other before you reach Augusta
and that they will be willing send out a supply of their notes by you.
We were fortunate in selling out nearly all the Cotton on hand
before the market closed and managed to get money enough to
send to all to whom it was due for proceeds."89
Yet, the Civil War did erupt and escalate. "I almost begin to
despair of speedy termination of the war, the great defeat at
Manassas, so far seems only to have made the Government and the
war papers here and in New York more determined to proceed in
it," William wrote in August 1861; "If the news of the battle should
88. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 18 November 1860, in possession of
the author.
89. Richard G. Porter to William G. Porter, 26 November 1860, in possession of
the author.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss3/5

32

Robertson: Historic Notes and Documents: Philadelphia Foundations of the Wm.

have a favourable influence with England and France inducing
them to acknowledge the Confederate States, the North may be
willing to give up its coercive policy and the horrors of a long protracted civil war be avoided; from the dreadful evils of which God
grant our country may be spared."g0
Surprisingly, however, there are very few letters in the collection written during the Civil War period, probably due to the general disruption of the country, but mostly because family members
were warned by Samuel Benezet to cease communication until
peace was restored again. In January of 1863he urged: "Do all you
can to stop all correspondence with the up country. You cannot
imagine the difficulty & trouble it makes. I mean this for every
body but Mr Abell & Mr Myrick and then what is said should be
extreamely guarded. I did not have time to talk about it when I
was in Apalacha. I mean all my letters to be recd by you and Mr
Ruan & all of your families old enough to understand them. I
know what I write about and if my advice is followed things will go
easier."92
During the war Apalachicola was an important economic area,
and Union officials blockaded the port. In reality, however, it was
only wealthy and important during the cotton season when powerful commodities merchants were in residence. When the Civil
War abruptly ended "the season," the town returned to its perrnanent population of clerks, carpenters, sailors, laborers, fishermen,
and their families. Reduced in commercial importance,
Apalachicola became a low priority for taxed Confederate
resources while the Union ships lay at anchor under conditions of
general inaction.
90. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 5 August 1861, in possession of the
author.
91. Henry F. Abell was shown in the 1850 census of Franklin County, Florida as a
Druggist, aged 26 born in Maryland; Myrick & Godwin - cotton producers and
dealers. His marriage to Laura C. Kilbee, sister of Amanda Kilbee Clark
Ruan, is recorded as December 9, 1852, in Jackson County, Fla. Henry F.
Abell served as Captain of Company. B, known as Abell's Artillary formed
from the Milton Light Artillary, early in the 1860s; Family Search,
"International Genealogical Index," North America, http://www.familysearch .org/Eng/Search/framesettsearch.asp, 2002; Milton Light Artillery,
Company A, "History of the Milton Light," http://hometown.aol.com/
csstampa/history.html, 2002; 1850 United States Census, Apalachicola,
Franklin, Fla., http://mailer.fsu.edu/-rthompso/fl850.htrnl, 218.
92. Samuel Benezet to Richard G. Porter, 23 January 1863, in possession of the
author.
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Still, blockade running became common, causing friction and
distrust among the citizens, much to the dismay of those inclined
to obey orders. Samuel Benezet, stationed in Tallahassee in June
of 1863, wrote to Richard:

R.G. Porter Esq. Dear Sir Your welcome letter of 4th inst
reached me this morning. I had been extremely anxious
to hear from Apalachicola as the latest I had from there
was the day Schwarz left. It is true I had heard of the c a p
ture of the Fashion & of the taking of Babcock & othemg3
It was a bad business and I was astonished that the citizens
did not unite in a remonstrance against, and call in Genl
Cobb to prevent blockade running from Apalacha, as soon
as they heard it was intended to be done. All parties
engaged in it are now under suspicion and as usual the
innocent must suffer. You will have I fear, trouble in getting down again and I doubt much if Mr Mitchell will be
allowed to go at all. I advise you not to attempt till you
have first visited this place?4
Fortunately there was no letter to you from me or
John in the Captured mail. Your last letters to me were
not answered for want of opportunity. I could not learn
when Babcock was going down & hence did not know
when to write. So it all happened very well.
I am glad you have come up yourself collecting as neither John [Benezet] or myself could undertake it for some
time to do both being engaged in signing notes and as living is enormously expensive we have to make every edge
cut. I see you propose on your return to pass through

93. On May 23, 1863, the Schooner Fashion was anchored up the Apalachicola
River and was captured by Union seamen while loading cotton on board in
preparation for running the blockade at Indian Pass; Maxine T. Turner and
James W. Woodruff Jr., Nay Gray: A Story of the Confederate N a y on the
Chattahoochee and Apalachicokz Rivers (Tuscaloosa, Ala., 1988),98.
John W. Babcock was listed in the 1840 census of Franklin County,
Apalachicola Territory and as an Election Inspector for Franklin County
Voters in Florida's first election in 1845; 1840 United States Census, Franklin
County, Apalachicola Territory, Florida, Roll M704-36, 197.
94. John H. Mitchell, shown in the 1850 census of Franklin County, Florida as
38 years of age, as a Rhode Island-born merchant; 1850 United States
Census, Apalachicola, Franklin, Florida, http://mailer.fsu.edu/-rthompso/
fl850.html. 258.
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Bainbridge, all I have to say is, be on your guard, beware
of those [torn page] him and place . . . he will deceive you
Pohlman writes me he fears the Gale has ruined the gardens which I understand have been this year unusually
productive. The Gale was severe here and the loss of life at
the Salt banks along the Coast from St Marks to St James
Island was heavy amounting to 29 or 30.95 I am glad to
find it ruined the Yankees as well as those who lately
sought their p r o t e ~ t i o n . ~ ~
Not until 1865 did the blockade (and blockade running) end.
Resuming business after war, William wrote to Richard in May of
1865:
My dear Richd, The Govt having now removed all restrictions on shpmts to Southern Ports East of the Mississippi,
I hope you will now have frequent arrivals both from New
York and New Orleans, and by Steamboat from the
Interior, and that your supplies of provisions will be ample
and that we shall hereafter have an unrestricted correspondence and frequent opportunities to write until the mail
route through the interior is reestablished.
By the Steamer Thames which left for Apalachicola
the 20th inst I sent you two letters which I hope will have
reached you before this gets to hand. I wish you to inform
me as near as you can of the condition of your assets in the
country and the Real estate in Apalachicola. I fear you
have suffered from the continued depreciation of the currency and the final worthlessness of all confederate paper.
I hope you have some of the assets in cotton, or the control of it, for it will be very important to give you a start in
the resumption of business.
I think there must be a good deal of cotton in the
Interior which will come to Apalachicola any how, for sale or
shpmt, and I think National currency can be got here to buy
95. Strong winds beginning on May 25 grew into full hurricane force striking the
Apalachicola area two days later, causing great destruction. The out-of-season
gale wrought heavy damage to recently planted crops, killed between twenty
and thirty people, many farm animals, sank ships, and blew apart the saltworks; The (Tallahassee) Pbridu Satiw1,2June 1863.
96. Samuel Benezet to Richard G. Porter, 18 June 1863, in possession of the
author.
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or advance upon it without daculty, and if cotton can be
brought down the river this summer, I believe considerable
business may be done between now and October. I suppose
the Govt Agt will have arrived before this letter gets to hand
and I hope you may have it in your power to make yourself
useful to him, as he may control a good deal of business into
your hands if so disposed. From the tenor of Watsons letter
I infer the people on the river from Columbus down will
ship their cotton to Apa if the river

As William retired from business in January of 1867, the firm of
W.G. Porter 8c Co. was dissolved and renamed R. G. Porter 8c C O . ~ ~
Quite unexpectedly, however, Richard Gibbs Porter died suddenly
two months later, leaving wife Mary Tibbits Salter and seven children ranging from one year to twenty-one years in age.99 Samuel
Benezet assisted Mary in the settlement of her husband's estate,
which was intertwined with the assets of the company, a role he
assumed again upon the death of John Gibbs Ruan, which
occurred a year later in 1868.
In the meantime, William took an interest in the welfare and
education of his brother's children, making investments and disbursing funds from the old company's stock. William wrote Mary
in 1870:
My dear Mary I have refrained from investing until I knew
how much money you would need in New York for yourself & Bessie. I suppose she will let us know shortly how
much will be required, which I will furnish, and then
invest the balance. We all regret very much that you will
loose the society of Mrs. Ruan and her family. We trust
however they will find Savannah a pleasant residence;
poor old Apalachicola seems to be more and more deserted every year.
97. William G. Porter to Richard G. Porter, 28 May 1865, in possession of the
author.
98. "The Firm of Wm G. Porter & Co. has been dissolved by the retirement of
William G. Porter. Samuel Benezet and William R Ruan have been admitted,
as partners and the business will be continued by the undersigned under the
name and style of R. G. PORTER & CO*; William G. Porter to Richard G.
Porter, 1 January 1867, in possession of the author.
99. Thomas Francis (Frank), Richard Henry (Harry), Edward Gibbs (Eddy),
Elizabeth Pepperrell (Bessie),Gilbert Rodman (Rod),William Salter (Willie),
and Richard Gibbs PorterJr.
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In one of your late letters you informed me that Mr
Benezet had sent several boxes of books and papers to
your house belonging to the old firm of Wm G Porter &
Co. This he did at my request and I hope they will not
uncommode you; they can be stowed away in the garret or
some other out of the way place. I dont know whether
they are of any great value, but they might be, in case any
information about old business matters should be wanted
hereafter.
When I left Apalachicola I left the deeds and titles for
all the Real Estate in Apalachicola belonging to the firm of
Wm G Porter in the iron chest at the store, I have written
to Mr Benezet to know what has become of them. I hope
he has turned them over to you before he left for North
Carolina. I have the copies of them here, but it is important the originals should be kept safely. In your next letter please let me know if you have them.loO
Apparently, the deeds and titles were quite important: the firm
had acquired a great deal of property over the years. Tax records
and correspondence regarding the settlements of Richard G.
Porter's and John G. Ruan's estates suggest various properties
owned by the firm but fail to provide the exact locations.101 On
September 25, 1871, William wrote Mary regarding the division of
the Apalachicola properties as per John's widow, Amanda Ruan.
My dear Mary, Mrs Ruan writes me she is desirous of having
a divission of the Real Estate in Apalachicola belonging to
the old firm of Wm G.P.& Co, so that she can dispose of her
share. I have replied I thought there would be no difficulty in making a divission of the three stores, as each of the
old partners or their representatives could take one at its
relative value to the others; and have informed her that Mr
O m o n offered $1000 dollars last spring for the Exchange
100. William G. Porter to Mary Salter Porter, 18 October 1870, in possession of the
author.
101. The three stores were noted in the 1867 December 131869 July 1 statement
by Samuel Benezet Acting Executor in acct with the Est of R. G. Porter Decsd
indicating that all three were situated in Apalachicola; Samuel Benezet,
Statement A: Real Estate In Account With John G. Ruan & Co., 1867, William
G. Porter Papers, Special Collections, Robert W. Woodruff Library, Emory
University, Atlanta.
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and the two lots, and as far as I was concerned she might
have that one as its relative value if she wished it and could
thereby effect a readier sale and that I thought you would
have no objection upon my advising the divission.lo2I think
it will be best for all interests to have such a divission of
these three stores as early as practicable and would advise
you to consent to it. The rest of the Real Estate cannot be
divided until it is sold and it is hardly worth while to attempt
a sale of it now when things are so depressed, and it will perhaps be better to let that remain as it is for the present.103 I
shall be glad to have your views in regard to these matters
when convenient.
I was very glad to find you were gratified with the perusal of the memoir of Richard Gibbs and the Record of his
descendents.lo4The few remaining links of the former generation are rapidly passing away and I thought I would write
the memoir & Record for the benefit of those who come
after us. The former was written for publication at the
request of a literary friend who is engaged in writing a hist o v of Bucks County Penna from its first settlement, The
copy I gave Frank was the one first written, and as it has
102. Thomas Orman was "a successful merchant of the port of Apalachicola during the ante-bellum period in Florida. A native of New York, he first came to
Florida when he settled as a farmer near Marianna. Much of his success at
Apalachicola was his extensive trade upriver and the fruits of labor of his
many slaves"; Henry S. Marks, Who Was Who in M (Huntsville, Ala., 1973),
19'7-98.
103. As of 1867, the real estate holdings were:
A. Dwelling House in Acct with John G Ruan & Co Bal real estate acct
$200
Brick Store No 35 (Exchange) in Acct with John G Ruan & Co $148.74
Brick store No 41 and Warehouse in the rear (Young America) in Acct
with John G Ruan & Co Bal to Real Estate Acct $600.00
Brick Store No 42 in Acct with John G Ruan & Co. 146.12
Wharf Property (30 ft) 48.21
Real Estate Acct with John G Ruan & Co half lot 15 Block B 285.59
P.D. Warehouse (Half int in) $10,281
Samuel Benezet, Statement B.: Memorandum of Securities held by
Wm G Porter for the Estate of Richard G Porter, 186'1, William G. Porter
Papers.
104. Porter, Memoir of Ricluzrd Gibbs. The author has an original, handwritten,
bound copy. Many additional handwritten accounts and typewritten transcriptions exist in libraries and private collections, each containing slightly
different wording but similar content. A typewritten copy may be found at
the Apalachicola Municipal Library, Apalachicola, Fla.
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some errors and imperfections, though none of material
consequences as to the facts, I have written another for my
own
Moving to North Carolina for his health, Samuel Benezet left the
business of rent collection and property maintenance, which then
fell to Richard Henry Porter, second son of Richard Gibbs Porter.
"Harry," who was twenty-five at the time, lived at home with his
mother and siblings. William continued with investments and disbursements, and was relieved to obtain assistance from someone
who could keep a closer watch on the proceedings at Apalachicola.
He wrote in October of 1874: "My dear Mary, I approve highly of
Harry's taking charge of the stores and other property belonging
to the old firm. It will be well for him to call on the Bakers for their
annual acct of the collection of the rents, and notify them that he
has charge of them hereafter."lo6
Benezet lived another three years, dying in early 1877.
Willliam informed Mary, "I suppose you have heard of the death of
our friend and relative Mr Sam1 Benezet as Fanny wrote to Bessie
last week giving her the inteligence; his death was sudden though
he had been in poor health for some time past. His brother Mr
John F Benezet as soon as he heard of his sickness started for
Jacksonville and arrived there in time to attend the funeral a week
ago last Sunday he was buried there by the Masonic Association of
Florida, who requested to take charge of the remains. Mr Benezet
was one of my oldest friends, he was a man of sterling integrity and
worth, and I had for him the highest regard. Alas how few of the
old friends and relatives who lived together in love an affection at
Apalachicola in its prosperous days are now left."lo7
Indeed, the heyday of the Porter/Ruan/Benezet enterprise in
Apalachicola was ending. After William's death on November 25,
1877, his son William Gibbs Porter Jr. undertook final settlement
of what remained of the old firm's investments. He would take up
his father's pen and write his aunt, Mary Tibbits Salter Porter, until
her death in January 1902.
105. William G. Porter to Mary Salter Porter, 25 September 1871, in possession of
the author.
106. William G. Porter to Mary Salter Porter, 6 October 1874, in possession of the
author.
107. William G. Porter to Mary Salter Porter, 6 March 1877, in possession of the
author.
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